When Saba was writ ing Religious Difference in a Secular Age, she of en contacted me to talk about his to ry. She knew that to make the case she wanted to make about the im bri ca tion of sec u lar ism in the reg u la tion and prac tice of re li gion, she needed to put the eth no graphic ma te rial she had gath ered in a larger frame work. It was par tic u larly im por tant to be able to do this be cause Egypt-where she had done her field work-had be gun to be sec u lar ized (if that is the right de scrip tion of it) un der the in flu ence of Eu ro pean co lo nial pow ers well be fore the de cline of the Ot to man Em pire. More was at stake for her than get ting the facts right, though of course she was com mit ted to do ing that. The chal lenge was to write a crit i cal his tory that would il lu mi nate the anal y sis she wanted to of er. She needed to give con crete form to the ar gu ment-fun da men tally his tor i cal-that "the mod ern state and its po lit i cal ra tio nal ity have played a far more de ci sive role in transforming preexisting re li gious dif er ences, pro duc ing new forms of com mu nal po lar i za tion, and mak ing re li gion more rather than less sa lient to mi nor ity and ma jor ity iden ti ties alike." 1 I don't now re mem ber what ad vice I gave her, but I do re mem ber long, en gaged con ver sa tions about re lat ing the con crete de tails she had as sem bled (dates, texts of laws and dip lo matic con ven tions, ap peals by rep re sen ta tives of re li gious groups, and the like) to the more ab stract scheme she had so clearly ar tic u lat ed. Which facts mattered and which didn't? How not to let the nar ra tion of, say, the de bates at the meet ings that pro duced the Versailles Treaty take over the an a lytic story she wanted to tell? What did it mean to use his tory to make sense of eth nog ra phy? "This pro cess . . . re quired an en gage ment with his tor i cal ma te ri als from the eigh teenth cen tury to the pres ent about which I knew lit tle when I embarked upon this pro ject. The book thus could not have been born with out the eth no graphic en coun ter, but also had to tran scend it in or der to make sense of what I en coun tered." 2
SCOTT | CONVERSATIONS WITH SABA MAHMOOD | 11 SPECIAL SECTION | On the Work of Saba Mahmood She tack led co lo nial laws and edicts to show ex actly how the dom i nat ing pow ers "subjected preexisting re li gious dif er ences to a new grid of in tel li gi bil i ty," assigning re li gion, fam i ly, and sex to the pri vate sphere, and confirming the sa lience of re li gious iden ti ties in the pro cess. 3 The in ter re li gious con flicts so ev i dent in twen tyfirst cen tury Cairo were, she con clud ed, "a prod uct of the si mul ta neous pri vat iza tion of re li gion and the fam ily un der mod ern sec u lar gov er nance, fur ther ex ac er bat ing premod ern pat terns of con fes sional hi er ar chy and gen der in equal i ty." 4 Religion and re li gious con flict were not the an tith e ses of sec u lar i za tion, but among its his tor i cal ef ects.
Readers of the book will note how defly Saba wove her his tory tightly into her anal y sis. The book is an ex am ple of how well she mas tered the writ ing of crit i cal his to ry. It is her fi nal chap ter, though, that stands out for me as a ma jor con tri bu tion to the phi los o phy of his tory itself. There she an a lyzes a his tor i cal novel about the early Cop tic Church that gave rise to an in tense de bate when it was published in 2008. She re counts the story of the nov el, as any good lit er ary critic would, and she tells us about the sides in the de bate, as would a good lit er ary his to ri an. But she uses the novel and the de bates around it to take her ex am i na tion of the op er a tions of sec u lar i za tion fur ther, linking them to our con cep tion of his tory itself. "In this chap ter, I have shown how the mod ern con cep tion of his to ry-as an au ton o mous mode of in quiry into the pos i tiv ity of events as they oc cur in lin ear time-is a key fea ture of sec u lar ity that has had an enor mous in flu ence on how re li gious truth is interpreted and jus ti fied in the mod ern world." History, she adds, is "an au thor i ta tive dis course for ground ing re li gious claims." 5 In the de bates over the nov el, "com plex Chris to log i cal is sues about the na ture of Christ had to be re duced to ques tions such as who did what, when, and for what kinds of worldly rea sons." 6 For me, this clinches the ar gu ment about sec u lar ism's reach, its pow er ful im pact on all as pects of so cial, po lit i cal, eco nomic, and re li gious life and on the stories-the his to ry-we are able to tell about them.
I think the chap ter is par tic u larly stun ning to me be cause when I read a first draf of the man u script, I didn't think it belonged in the book. Introducing a novel seemed some how su per flu ous, and it dis tracted at ten tion from the ma te rial in the other chap ters. In my de fense, I think I was right about that early ver sion; it was too fo cused on the nar ra tive, too full of the de tails of the de bate. Saba insisted that the chap ter belonged in the book, that in deed it was cru cial for what she was do ing, and she set to work to re write it to prove her point. (As those of us who knew her re mem ber, she was not eas ily de terred or defeated when she thought she was right.) I'm sure that I'm deluded in think ing that the new ver sion was a re sponse to me in par tic u lar. But all those bril liant in sights about his tory seemed to me a con tin u a tion of so many con ver sa tions we had had-con ver sa tions in which I was the one who knew about writ ing his to ry, and she was the per son find ing her way to its uses. There, Joan,
